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7KLV SDSHU FULWLFDOO\ DQDO\VHV FKLOGUHQ¶V -11 year olds) contradictory, 
VRFLRVSDWLDO UHVSRQVHV WR µJHQGHU DQG VH[XDOLWLHV HGXFDWLRQ¶ LQ (QJOLVK SULPDU\
schools. Drawing on ethnographic, interview and focus group data from an 18-
PRQWKVWXG\WKHSDSHUIRUHJURXQGVµIRUPDO¶DQGµLQIRUPDO¶VSDFHVRIOHDUQLQJLQ
RUGHUWRLOOXVWUDWHKRZFKLOGUHQ¶VJHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDOLVHGVXEMHFWLYLWLHVDUHERWK
constituted within ± and constitutive of ± the spatialities of schooling. Utilising 
VXEMHFWLYLW\DQGSHUIRUPDWLYLW\WKHRU\DIWHU%XWOHUDµJRRGVWXGHQW¶WKDWSHUIRUPV
µDFFHSWDQFH¶RIOLEHUDOGLVFRXUVHVRIJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOGLYHUVLW\LQFODVVURRPVLV
GLVWLQJXLVKHG IURP D µJRRG SHHU¶ WKDW LV VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ FRPSHOOHG WR UHLQstate 
(hetero)gender/sexuality in the playground, toilets and corridors. These 
contradictory sociospatial stances, which came to the fore in focus groups that defy 
µIRUPDO¶RUµLQIRUPDO¶FDWHJRULVDWLRQFKDOOHQJHJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ
centred on equalities and anti-bullying. Findings from this study point to the urgent 
need to acknowledge and counter the dominance of wider heteronormative ideals.       
Keywords: geographies of education, inclusive education, gender, sexualities, 
childhood, performativity 
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Introduction 
Since the repeal of Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act, educators and third-
sector organisations have utilised UK government legislation and guidance to create 
µJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ¶LQ(QJOLVKSULPDU\Vchools. Section 28 prevented UK 
/RFDO$XWKRULWLHVIURPµSURPRWLQJ¶KRPRVH[XDOLW\DVDµSUHWHQGHGIDPLO\UHODWLRQVKLS¶
(S.2A(1) Local Government Act 1986) and its repeal in England in 2003 has been 
widely celebrated as a turning point for sexualities equality and inclusion in schools 
(DePalma and Atkinson, 2008). While the repeal of Section 28 is significant, there has 
EHHQDODFNRIFULWLFDOUHVHDUFKVFUXWLQLVLQJWKHEDVLVRIµSRVW-6HFWLRQ¶JHQGHUDQG
sexualities education, and an absence of studies exploring how children respond to these 
programmes. This paper addresses this gap in a novel way through taking a 
geographical approach. By foregrounding diverse spaces of learning within school, the 
paper traces how liberal discourses of gender and sexual equality move across micro-
LQVWLWXWLRQDOVSDFHDQGKRZFKLOGUHQ¶VJHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDOLVHGVXEMHFWLYLWLHVDUH
constituted within ± and constitutive of ± the spatialities of schooling. These new socio-
VSDWLDOLQVLJKWVLQWRFKLOGUHQ¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQVDQGQHJRWLDWLons of gender and sexualities 
highlight the possibilities ± but also the limitations ± of liberal equalities programmes, 
particularly those based around anti- sexism/homophobia and anti-bullying.  
 
,QWKLVSDSHU,FULWLFDOO\DQDO\VHFKLOGUHQ¶V-11 year olds) contradictory 
responses to two schemes of work delivered in two English primary schools as part of 
JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQµ$OWHUQDWLYH)DLU\7DOHV¶LQWURGXFHGLQ<HDUDQG
µ+HWHURQRUPDWLYH0DVFXOLQLW\DQG+RPRSKRELF/DQJXDJH¶LQWURGXFHd in Year 4). The 
former revolves around alternative (or feminist) fairy tales (i.e. King and King (De 
Hann and Nijiland, 2002); The Paper Bag Princess (Munsch, 1980/2012); Prince 
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Cinders (Cole, 1997) while the latter is concerned with challenging heteronormative 
masculinity and homophobic language through books such as The Boy with Pink Hair 
(Hilton, 2012), Oliver Button is a Sissy (DePaola, 1979) and The Sissy Duckling 
(Fierstein  and Cole, 2005). These schemes of work, which are part of a school-wide 
curriculum contesting normative assumptions about (hetero)gender/sexuality are 
GHOLYHUHGE\WZROHDGLQJH[SRQHQWVRI6WRQHZDOO¶Vµ6FKRRO&KDPSLRQV¶SURJUDPPH
This national initiative for preventing and challenging homophobia, biphobia, and 
transphobia will be discussed in the next section.   
 
7RFRQFHSWXDOLVHFKLOGUHQ¶VUHVSRQVHVWRJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ,
draw on subjectivity and performativity theory after Butler (1990; 1997; 2004) where a 
performative self that cites recognisable liberal pluralistic equalities discourse in 
µIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces (i.e. classrooms) can be distinguished from a 
performative subject that is simultaneously compelled to reinstate 
KHWHURJHQGHUVH[XDOLW\LQµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces (i.e. playground, 
corridors and toilets) in order to achieve viable subjecthood (see Thomas, 2008; 
Youdell, 2006). The former is understood in light of subjection and the curriculum 
ZKHUHWKHV\OODEXVFDQEHFRQFHLYHGDVDµJRYHUQPHQWDOGRFXPHQW¶ZKLFKµFRQWDLQVDQG
VKDSHVWKHµFRQGLWLRQVRISRVVLELOLW\¶DYDLODEOHWRVFKRROVWXGHQWV¶'DYLHVS
430). From a Butlerian standpoint, schemes of work, lesson plans and accompanying 
resources are regarded as performative insofar as they present the terms of engagement 
for students and what students are to become: tolerant and accepting liberal citizens. 
The latter is understood in light of how subjection works on, and in, the psychic life of 
the subject where processes of identification require the rejection (abjection) of other 
identities (Butler, Laclau and Zizek, 2000; also see Nayak and Kehily, 2006). In 
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spatialising subjectivity and performativity in this way, I offer an original account of 
FKLOGUHQ¶VVRFLRVSDWLDOQHJRWLDWLRQVRIJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQWKDt enhances 
previous research, particularly those concerned with gender and/or sexualities in schools 
and the micro-institutional construction of social identities (i.e. Ansell, 2002; Bragg, 
Renold, Ringrose and Jackson, 2018; DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a; Epstein, 2000;  
Hemming, 2011; Holloway, Valentine and Bingham, 2000; Holt, 2007; Renold, 2005; 
Thomas, 2011).  
 
Contextualizing a Study on Gender and Sexualities Education in English 
Primary Schools 
Before situating this paper in a wider academic context, I outline the legal frameworks 
governing gender and sexualities education. To do this, I must first clarify what I mean 
by gender and sexualities education.        
Gender and sexualities education is not a term used in UK law or statutory/non-statutory 
govHUQPHQWJXLGDQFH5DWKHU,XVHWKLVWHUPWRHQFDSVXODWHVFKRROV¶ZRUNDURXQG
VH[LVPKRPRSKRELDELSKRELDWUDQVSKRELDDQGµJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHTXDOLW\¶
(DePalma and Atkinson, 2009b) more generally which, when brought together with 
relevant UK government legislation and guidance, could be seen as producing gender 
DQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ:KLOH,SULPDULO\IRFXVRQVH[XDOLW\,XVHWKHWHUPµJHQGHU
DQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ¶UDWKHUWKDQVLPSO\µVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ¶DVJRYHUQPHQW
legislation and guLGDQFHGLUHFWLQJVFKRROV¶ZRUNDURXQGJHQGHULQWHUVHFWVZLWKDQG
informs, how schools approach sexualities. It would therefore be inappropriate to 
separate gender and sexuality. However, by including gender (as this relates to 
sexualities education) I do not claim to encapsulate everything which could be 
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FRQVLGHUHGµJHQGHUHGXFDWLRQ¶1RZWKDW,KDYHFODULILHGZKDW,PHDQE\JHQGHUDQG
sexualities education, I will briefly outline the contested nature of education law. 
 
There is currently no requirement in UK law for English primary schools to 
provide sex education (known as Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) in guidance), 
although primary schools must adhere to statutory guidance (DfEE 0116/2000) if 
providing SRE. SRE guidance, which formed part of a government compromise with 
religious groups to get a repeal of Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act 
WKURXJKWKH+RXVHRI/RUGV9DQGHUEHFNDQG-RKQVRQDIILUPVµWKHVLJQLILFDQFH
of marriage and stable relationships as key building blocks of commXQLW\DQGVRFLHW\¶
(§1.21). As Vanderbeck and Johnson (2015) have shown, this negotiated framework for 
sex education illustrates one of the ways in which religious interests influence legal 
frameworks that govern the circulation of knowledge about homosexuality in schools. 
,QGHHG9DQGHUEHFNDQG-RKQVRQXVHWKHSKUDVHµQRQ-VWDWXWRU\NQRZOHGJH¶WRLQGLFDWH
how knowledge about homosexuality is kept outside the requirements of the National 
Curriculum. While this may be the case, primary legislation since the repeal of Section 
KDVSXWDQRQXVRQVFKRROVWRSURDFWLYHO\µHOLPLQDWHGLVFULPLQDWLRQ¶µDGYDQFH
HTXDOLW\RIRSSRUWXQLW\¶DQGµIRVWHUJRRGUHODWLRQV¶6D-(c) Equality Act 2010) 
with gender and sexual orientation highlighted as crucial areas to be recognised in 
school programmes (DCSF, 2007). National Curriculum subjects (particularly Literacy) 
are key in this regard as schools can incorporate knowledges about gender and sexual 
diversity so as to be proactive in eliminating discrimination and advancing equality of 
opportunity while meeting statutory subject requirements. This means that teachers do 
not have to divert from the National Curriculum to introduce these knowledges in 
separate, non-statutory subjects (see Hall, 2015).   
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In addition to the Equality Act (2010), other key primary legislation ± including 
the Civil Partnership Act (2005)/ Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 and various 
gender equality legislation (i.e. Gender Recognition Act, 2004 and Gender Equality 
Duty, introduced as part of the Equality Act 2006) ± KDYHUHLQIRUFHGVFKRROV¶VWDWXWRU\
responsibilities towards promoting gender and sexualities equality. The Civil 
Partnership Act (2005), relevant at the time of research placed an onus on schools to 
challenge homophobia through recognising same-sex couples in monogamous nuclear 
UHODWLRQVKLSVZKLOHJHQGHUHTXDOLW\OHJLVODWLRQHPSKDVLVHGVFKRROV¶REOLJDWLRQVWRZDUGV
addressing homophobia through tackling gender-based bullying (DePalma and 
Atkinson, 2008). The Education and Inspections Act (2006), which places a duty on 
Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) to ensure that schools prevent homophobic 
bullying (§89(1)(b)) underscores this dominant approach centred on anti-homophobia, 
anti-bullying and liberal discourses of equality and tolerance (also see Ofsted, 2012). 
Parallel, non-statutory government guidance, including %XOO\LQJ'RQ¶W6XIIHULQ6LOHQFH
(DfES, 2002); Stand Up for Us: Challenging Homophobia in Schools (DfES/DOH, 
2004); Safe to Learn: Embedding anti-bullying work in schools (DCSF, 2007); 
Combating Transphobic Bullying in Schools (Home Office, 2008); and Guidance for 
schools on preventing and responding to sexist, sexual and transphobic bullying 
(DCSF, 2009) consolidate this approach for introducing gender and sexualities 
education. 
 
Government legislation and guidance carves out this policy context for gender 
and sexualities education, although to date there has been no national government 
programme. Instead, UK government supports third-sector organisations who create 
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educational initiatives by operationalising this legislation and guidance. Arguably, 
Stonewall ± a prominent, national LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender) 
charity ± has received greatest government support through the Department for 
Education 'I(IRUWKHLUµ(GXFDWLRQIRU$OO¶FDPSDLJQZKLFKZDVODXQFKHGLQWR
prevent and tackle homophobia and homophobic bullying in schools and colleges. In 
strengthening this already dominant anti- homophobia/bullying approach, Stonewall 
commissioned research on the extent of homophobic bullying in UK schools to gain 
popular support for their campaign (Stonewall, 2007/2012). While this may have 
DOORZHGKRPRSKRELFEXOO\LQJWREHFRPHµDOHJLWLPDWH REMHFWRIVRFLDOFRQFHUQ¶0RQN
2011, p. 181) such research, including academic scholarship (most notably Rivers, 
2011) have consolidated what is a highly criticised way of approaching gender and 
sexualities education. 
 
Along with Monk (2011), numerous scholars (i.e. DePalma and Atkinson, 
2009a; Ellis, 2007; Formby, 2015; Hall and Hope, forthcoming; Ringrose and Renold, 
2010; Quinlivan, 2002; Talburt, 2004) have challenged the dominance of anti- 
homophobia/bullying approaches premised on liberal ideals of equality and tolerance 
IRUWKHZD\WKH\µGHWHUPLQHWKHFRQVWruction of the harms focused on and the legitimacy 
RIWKHPHDQVXVHGWRFKDOOHQJHWKHP¶0RQNS:KLOHDIRFXVRQVDIHW\± 
VWHPPLQJIURPSURWHFWLRQLVWWDONRI/*%7\RXWKµDW-ULVN¶± may be more palatable for a 
public that wants to understand itself as tolerant of gayness, scholars have criticised this 
reactive approach for masking subtle yet harmful everyday effects of institutional 
(hetero)sexism (see Ringrose and Renold, 2010 in particular): the conditions in which 
homophobia is produced (Ellis, 2007). In responding to this, critical educational 
initiatives ± most notably No Outsiders (see DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a) ± have 
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attempted to move beyond anti-homophobia/bullying to understand, challenge and undo 
heteronormativity (processes and practices through which heterosexuality is normalised; 
see Warner, 1993) in English primary schools (for equivalent international initiatives 
see Hall and Hope, forthcoming; Hope and Hall, 2018; Laskey and Beavis, 1996; Letts 
and Sears, 1999; Sadowski, 2016). However, this radical, queer progressive politicsii 
inspired project, which foregrounded queer praxis and moved beyond equalities so as 
not to limit potential interventions faced adverse reaction from sensationalist tabloid 
news media and some parents and school staff for unsettling institutionalised discourses 
RIFKLOGKRRGVH[XDOLQQRFHQFHLQWKHµFXOWXUDOJUHHQKRXVH¶5HQROGRIWKH
English primary school. Significantly, Stonewall also distanced itself from early 
involvement in the project followiQJWKLVµPRUDOSDQLF¶ZKLFKFHQWUHGRQWKHDOOHJHG
WHDFKLQJRIµJD\VH[¶VHH+DOO,QHIIHFWWKHµPRUDOSDQLF¶VXUURXQGLQJNo 
Outsiders perceived inappropriateness galvanised 6WRQHZDOO¶VPRUHµFKLOG-IULHQGO\¶DQG
µDJH-DSSURSULDWH¶LQLWLDWLYHVLQ(nglish primary schools which continue to overlook 
heteronormativity by relying on less challenging anti-homophobia/bullying approaches.                             
 
A Feminist Poststructural approach to theorising CKLOGUHQ¶VGLVHQJDJHPHQWV
with Gender and Sexualities Education 
7KLVVWXG\DGGUHVVHVDODFNRIFULWLFDOUHVHDUFKVFUXWLQLVLQJWKHEDVLVRIµSRVW-Section 
¶JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQSDUWLFXODUO\DVWKLVUHODWHVWRFKLOGUHQ¶VVRFLR-
spatial dis/engagements in English primary schools. Previous research initiated a policy 
critique of school-sanctioned knowledges about sexualities, particularly the dominance 
of anti-homophobia and anti-bullying approaches (i.e. Ellis, 2007; Formby, 2015; 
Monk, 2011; Ringrose and Renold, 2010). However, to dateFKLOGUHQ¶VRZQYRLFHV
have been largely absent in this work and with the exception of some isolated studies of 
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single class engagement with fleeting anti- sexist and homophobia initiatives (Cullen 
and Sandy, 2009; Epstein, 2000; Evans, 1998), research has not examined how children 
RIGLIIHUHQWDJHVUHVSRQGWRVXVWDLQHGµZKROH-VFKRRO¶JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ 
 
In responding to the above, I take a feminist poststructural approach to 
WKHRULVLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VGLVHQJDJHPHQWVZLWKJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHV education in English 
SULPDU\VFKRROV,QWKLVSDSHU,GUDZRQ%XWOHU¶VWKHRU\RIVXEMHFWLYLW\DQG
performativity (Butler, 1990; 1993; 1997; 2004) which, in accounting for the 
paradoxical conditions through which the accomplishment of subjecthood is made 
SRVVLEOHGLVWLQJXLVKHVEHWZHHQDVHOIDQGDVXEMHFWµDQµ,¶ZLWKDFRQVFLRXVVHQVHRI
self, and a subject with unconscious (dis)investments in social norms, qualities, 
GLIIHUHQFHVDQGYDOXDWLRQV¶7KRPDVS)RU%XWOHUWKHUHLVQRSUH-given 
VXEMHFWQRµGRHUEHKLQGWKHGHHG¶%XWOHUS,GHQWLW\GRHVQRWSUHILJXUH
action but is constituted through action, discourses or the words we speak and the ways 
we behave (Davies, 2006). These elements of queer theory are deeply wedded to 
psychoanalytical discourse (see Lesnik-Oberstein and Thomson, 2002). Psychoanalysis 
H[DPLQHVZKDWµinsists on being spoken rather than what is allowed WREHVDLG¶5RVH
S7KHVHWKHRULVDWLRQVDUHXVHGWRFRQFHSWXDOLVHFKLOGUHQ¶VFRQWUDGLFWRU\
responses to gender and sexualities education.  
 
Queer geographies first initiated a discussion about how sexed and gendered 
performances produce space and, conversely, how spatial formations shape how sexual 
dissidents present and perform their sexualities in public spaces (see Browne, Lim and 
Brown, 2009). Queer geographers used such insights to expose how the everyday 
repetition of heterosexual relations become normalised so that quotidian space is not 
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assumed to be sexual at all (for example, see Thomas, 2004).  Alongside this 
scholarship, Gregson and Rose (2000) argued that a notion of performance was crucial 
for critical human geographies. For Gregson and Rose, space needs to be thought of as 
performative ± as brought into being through performances and as a performative 
articulation of power. In following Gregson and Rose (2000), geographers of education 
KDYHJUDGXDOO\VSDWLDOLVHG%XWOHU¶VWKHRULVDWLRQVRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\DQGVXEMHFWLYLW\WR
illuminate the micro-institutional construction of social identities such as: gender, 
(hetero)sexualities, race and dis/ability (i.e. Evans, 2006; Holloway et al., 2000; Holt, 
2007; Thomas, 2011). This has involved moving beyond the content of lessons to 
H[DPLQHKRZFKLOGUHQ¶VLGHQWLWLHVDUHUHSURGXFHGWKURXJKVRFLRVSatial practices within 
informal geographies of the hidden curriculum; that is, obscured and informal peer 
learning spaces such as school playgrounds, dining halls, and corridors (Banks, 2005; 
Newman, Woodcock and Dunham, 2006; Pike, 2010). For example, Thomas (2011) 
GHPRQVWUDWHGKRZWHHQDJHJLUOV¶HYHU\GD\VRFLR-spatial practices in a US high school 
GLQLQJKDOODQGSOD\JURXQGUHLQVWDWHGUDFLDOGLIIHUHQFHDQGFRQWUDGLFWHGVWXGHQWV¶LQ-
VFKRROUHVSRQVHVWRPXOWLFXOWXUDOHGXFDWLRQ7KRPDV¶VRHXYUHLQIOXHQFHVWKe approach 
taken in this paper. 
Research Sites and Methods 
Weirwold and Cutlers (both pseudonyms) are co-educational, maintained community 
primary schoolsiii located in socially, economically, and ethnically diverse communities 
in Greater London; the cosmopolitan capital of the UK. This wider geography is 
significant since the schools are nested within what is considered the most diverse, 
open, and embracing city in the UK. At the time of research, Weirwold had one-form 
entry and approximately 250 pupils on roll, which ± according to Ofsted ±  makes it an 
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average-sized primary school. Cutlers had two-form entry and approximately 450 pupils 
on roll, making it a large primary school. Stonewall assisted in identifying these 
schools, which they described as leadinJH[SRQHQWVRIWKHLUµ6FKRRO&KDPSLRQV¶
programme. The schools were selected for this reason since they are held up by 
Stonewall DVµJRRGSUDFWLFH¶VFKRROV 
 
The study took place between November 2011 and May 2013 and consisted of multiple, 
short-term visits totalling 10 weeks in school mainly during key topic weeks, such as 
µ$QWL-EXOO\LQJ:HHN¶DQGµ'LYHUVLW\:HHN¶VHH7DEOH(WKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFKLQWKH
µOHDVW-DGXOW¶UROH(SVWHLQWRRNSODFHLQGLYHUVHOHDUQLQJVSDFHVWKURXJKRXW
school, including classrooms and the playground. In classrooms, I observed lessons and 
interacted with pupils, asking questions but mostly listening to discussions. I divided 
P\WLPHHTXDOO\EHWZHHQ<HDU¶V-6 and dropped in and out of classrooms (I identified 
relevant lessons in advance). In the playground, I observed how children interacted with 
each other and, if invited I joined in games. I spent almost every break time and lunch 
time with the children and this allowed me to immerse myself in their everyday 
lifeworlds in school (see Renold, 2005). 31 focus groups with children took place in 
resource areas away from teachers towards the end of each school visit (see Table 1). 
This allowed children to reflect on relevant lessons when I visited during key topic 
weeks and it gave me a chance to devise tailored focus group schedules. Consent forms 
were issued to every child and typically 3-7 were returned per class. Every child 
wishing to participate were invited to the focus group for their class. On a few 
occasions, up to 12 consent forms were returned, but rather than select pupils I simply 
ran two focus groups. In focus group extracts, culturally and ethnically sensitive 
pseudonyms are given to children. This retains a sense of the diverse cultural and ethnic 
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backgrounds of the children (see Epstein, 1998). Table 2 provides additional 
information on those participating in focus groups. 14 semi-structured interviews with 
Stonewall representatives (2) and school staff (governors, senior school management, 
teachers and teaching assistants) were also conducted.    
 
$V0RUJDQH[SODLQVDIRFXVJURXSLVµDUHVHDUFKWHFKQLTXHWKDWFROOHFWVGDWDWKURXJK
JURXSLQWHUDFWLRQ¶7KXVZKHQWKHQHJRWLDWLRQRIµFROOHFWLYHNQRZOHGJH¶LV
the focus of research, as it is here, group interviews could not be more relevant since 
WKH\UHWDLQµWKHXVXDOSDWWHUQVRIQHJRWLDWLRQFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQGFRQWURO¶)UHHPDQ
and Mathison, 2009: 103). That said, focus groups can only provide a partial account of 
FKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVKHQFHZK\WKHµYRLFHDSSURDFK¶ZDVFRPELQHGZLWK
µHWKQRPHWKRGRORJLFDOLQVLJKWV¶:DUPLQJ7KLVUREXVWPHWKRGRORJLFDODSSURDFK
generated rich, complex and contradictory data that allows a deeper understanding of 
WKHFRPSOH[LWLHVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHV+HPPLQJ.    
 
Table 1: Schedule of School Visits 
November 2011 Cutlers primary school 
 
x Two-week ethnography during key topic weeks  
x 3 Focus Groups with 15 pupils from Years 4 & 6  
 
February 2012 Weirwold primary school 
 
x One-and-a-half-week ethnography prior to and during key 
topic week 
x 6 Focus Groups with 31 pupils from Years 2-6 
May 2012 Cutlers primary school 
x One-week ethnography outside of key topic weeks 
x 3 Focus Groups with 17 pupils from Years 4 & 6 
May 2012 Weirwold primary school 
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x One-week ethnography outside of key topic week 
x 5 Focus Groups with 24 pupils from Years 3 & 5 
November 2012 Cutlers primary school 
x Two-and-a-half-week ethnography prior to and during key 
topic weeks 
x 8 Focus Groups with 43 pupils from Years 4 & 5 
February 2013  Weirwold primary school 
x One-and-a-half-week ethnography prior to and during key 
topic week 
x 6 Focus Groups with 30 pupils from Years 2-4 & 6 
May 2013 Cutlers primary school 
x One day ethnography and feedback outside of key topic 
weeks 
May 2013 Weirwold primary school 
 
x One day ethnography and feedback outside of key topic 
week 
 
Table 2: Overview of Focus Groups 
14 focus groups at Cutlers primary school and 17 at Weirwold primary school  
105 pupils participated in focus groups (62 once, 31 twice and 12 three times) 
Total number of girls: 56     Total number of boys: 43 
 Number of focus groups Number of participants 
Cutlers Year 6 2 10 (7 girls and 3 boys) 
Weirwold Year 6 2 9 (7 girls and 2 boys) 
Cutlers Year 5 3 17 (5 girls and 12 boys) 
Weirwold Year 5 5 26 (16 girls and 10 boys) 
Cutlers Year 4 9 48 (18 girls and 30 boys) 
Weirwold Year 4 2 10 (7 girls and 3 boys) 
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Weirwold Year 3 5 29 (17 girls and 12 boys) 
Weirwold Year 2 3 11 (5 girls and 6 boys) 
 
Spatialities of Performative Selves 
This first section establishes how a performative self cites recognisable liberal 
pluralistic equalities discourse and performs acceptance of gender and sexual diversity 
LQµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional school spaces within classrooms in ordeUWREHDµJRRG
VWXGHQW¶,QGRLQJVR,FRQVLGHUKRZVSDFHLVµEURXJKWLQWREHLQJWKURXJKSHUIRUPDQFHV
DQG>LVLWVHOI@DSHUIRUPDWLYHDUWLFXODWLRQRISRZHU¶*UHJVRQDQG5RVHS
Formal micro-institutional spaces, in this respect, are not only configured through 
µSURJUHVVLYH¶JHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDOSHUIRUPDQFHEXWDOVRconfigure those performances. 
,H[SORUHKRZIRUPDOVFKRROVSDFHEHFRPHVV\QRQ\PRXVZLWKµDFFHSWDQFH¶RIJHQGHU
and sexual equality and how this, in turn, regulates un/acceptable attitudes. I also 
illustrate how some children treat research focus groups as an extension of formal 
school space in which to repeat, and therefore sustain, performances of acceptance of 
liberal discourses of equality.     
 
This first part focuses on an alternative fairy tale lesson plan used at both 
schools in Year 2 (6-7 years old). The lesson plan is based on the classic book The 
Paper Bag Princess (Munsch, 1980/2012), which is a reversal of the well-known fairy 
tale Rapunzel (Brothers Grimm, 1812/2014); a VWRU\DERXWDµSDVVLYHSULQFHVV¶KHOG
FDSWLYHLQDWRZHUZKRLVDZDLWLQJUHVFXHE\DµKHURLFSULQFH¶The Paper Bag Princess 
further defies heteronormative conventions by featuring a princess who does not wear a 
dress or marry the prince (see Davies, 1989; Epstein, 2000). The lesson plan centres on 
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these themes and in the first Literacy lesson at Weirwold primary school I observed 
KRZWKHWHDFKHUSDXVHGDWVLJQLILFDQWPRPHQWVLQWKHVWRU\VXFKDVZKHQWKHµKHURLF
SULQFHVV¶ZHQWRQDQDGYHQWXUHWRHPSKDVLVe and legitimise this subversive trajectory. 
These kinds of subversions continued to be endorsed in subsequent activities in 
Literacy, Art, PSHE (Personal, Social and Health Education) and Philosophy for 
Children. For example, in Literacy children completed sentences which encouraged 
WKHPWRUHIOHFWRQKRZWKHSULQFHVVKDGEHHQµFRXUDJHRXV¶DQGµFOHYHU¶ZKLOHLQ36+(
different kinds of relationships were discussed, including same-sex. This was all 
brought together in Art where children produced posters witKWKHWLWOHµ:RXOGQ¶WLWEH
ERULQJLIZHZHUHDOOWKHVDPH¶6RPHRWKHUH[DPSOHVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VZRUNLQVXEVHTXHQW
Year groups are shown in Figure 1.       
  
7LWOH([DPSOHVRI&KLOGUHQ¶V:RUNIURP<HDUVDQG 
Left to right: A gender-transgressive fairy tale character created by children as part of a 
Year 3 Prince Cinders (Cole, 1997) lesson plan and a sexually-transgressive fairy tale 
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written by Year 5 children as part of a King and King (De Hann and Nijiland, 2002) 
inspired lesson plan. Source: Weirwold Primary School (February 2013)      
 
Activities in subsequent years continue to subvert dominant, (hetero)normative 
discourses that circulate in conventional fairy tales (Zipes, 2006) and as Figure 1 
demonstrates, children embrace counter-discourses in their schoolwork by actively 
queering (hetero-) gender and sexuality (see Cullen and Sandy, 2009; Davies, 1989, 
1993; Epstein, 2000). This queering opened-up discursive space in classrooms in which 
(hetero)sexism could be examined, questioned, dismantled, and reimagined, if only 
temporarily (see Cullen and Sandy, 2009). In a Foucauldian sense, the hegemonic status 
of (hetero)normative knowledge came under review with the circulation of school-
VDQFWLRQHGVDPHHTXDOµULJKWV¶GLVFRXUVHVRIIHULQJFKLOGUHQQHZSRssibilities for 
thinking otherwise (Foucault, 1980; also see Gramsci, 2003). As the extract below 
LOOXVWUDWHVWKHVHOLEHUDOGLVFRXUVHVFKDOOHQJHGDQH[LVWLQJµUHJLPHRIWUXWK¶DQGSURYLGHG
FKLOGUHQZLWKDQHZIRUPRIµSRZHU-NQRZOHGJH¶iv:       
 
The teacher DVNVWKHFKLOGUHQZKDWZHHNLWLVDQGRQHFKLOGUHSOLHVµ'LYHUVLW\
:HHN¶7KHWHDFKHUHPSKDVLVHVWKDWGLYHUVLW\DQGGLIIHUHQFHLVµDZRQGHUIXO
WKLQJ¶DQGRQHFKLOG- referring to the book Prince Cinders - UHPDUNVWKDWµLW
GRHVQ¶WPDWWHUZKDWDSULQFHORRNVOLNH¶LQWKLVVWRU\WKHSULQFHLVGHVFULEHGDV
µVPDOOVSRWW\VFUXII\DQGVNLQQ\¶7KHWHDFKHUWKHQDVNVWKHFKLOGUHQZKDWLW
would be like if everyone was like Ellie (a child in the class). The children state 
WKDWLWZRXOGEHµERULQJ¶EHIRUHRQHFKLOGH[FODLPVµMXVWEHFDXVHVRPHRQH¶V
GLIIHUHQWWR\RXLWGRHVQ¶WPHDQ\RXKDYHWREXOO\WKHP¶ 
    
Observation from Year 3 PSHE lesson, Weirwold (February 2013)  
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As is often the case, appreciating difference is coached within an anti-bullying 
sensibility, which in part reflects a dominant framing of gender and sexualities 
HGXFDWLRQLQWKH8.(OOLV)RUPE\0RQN7KLVWRRµFRQWDLQVDQG
VKDSHVWKHµFRQGLWLRQVRISRVVLELOLW\¶DYDLODEOHWRVFKRROVWXGHQWV¶'DYLHVS
430) and can be regarded as spatially performative after Gregson and Rose (2000); 
something I will return to later. Classroom-based responses, of which the above is 
LOOXVWUDWLYHDGYRFDWHWKDWGLYHUVLW\DQGGLIIHUHQFHLVJRRGDQGVKRXOGEHYDOXHGDVµLW
would be boring LIZHZHUHDOOWKHVDPH¶7KLVDQGRWKHUVLPLODUUHVSRQVHVHPHUJLQJ
IURPµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces performatively produce such spaces as 
synonymous with liberal pluralism, which in turn shapes subsequent (now appropriate) 
performances of acceptaQFHZLWKLQWKHVHVSDFHV+RZHYHUFKLOGUHQ¶VSHUIRUPDWLYH
selves were not always tied to formal micro-institutional spaces and sometimes focus 
groups were used to (re)create space for repeated performances of acceptance.  
 
As described earlier, focus groups were predominately conducted in resource 
areas away from teachers which connect adjacent classrooms; conceptualised by 
Fargas-0DOHW0F6KHUU\/DUNLQDQG5RELQVRQDVµDQLQ-between of the formal and 
LQIRUPDOZRUOGVRIWKHVFKRRO¶S*LYHQKRw research context affects what 
children talk about (Hemming, 2008), this liminal space was purposively chosen so as 
WREHFRQGXFLYHWRµRSHQ¶GLVFXVVLRQ,DOVRDWWHPSWHGWRSHUIRUPDµOHDVW-DGXOW¶UROH
(Epstein, 1998) throughout school prior to focus groups to minimise power 
GLVFUHSDQFLHVDQGIRUJHµHPSRZHULQJUHVHDUFKUHODWLRQV¶ZLWKFKLOGUHQ+ROW
However, I sometimes found that children regarded me as a teacher and would tell me 
what they thought I wanted to hear, despite how I reaffirmed that I was not a teacher 
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DQGWKDWWKHUHZHUHQRµULJKWRUZURQJ¶DQVZHUV)DUJDV-Malet et al., 2010). On 
UHIOHFWLRQVXFKFKLOGUHQKDGQRWUHSHDWHGO\VHHQPHSHUIRUPDµOHDVW-DGXOW¶UROHLQWKHLU
classroom. As such, familiarity with this positioning had not been established and there 
was ± consequentially ± unintended formality.  
 
,QWKHVHLQVWDQFHVFKLOGUHQWUHDWHGIRFXVJURXSVDVDQH[WHQVLRQRIµIRUPDO¶
school space in which to repeat, and therefore sustain, performances of acceptance of 
gender and sexual eqXDOLW\7KHUHZDVDJUHDWGHDORIµDFWLQJXS¶ZKHUHE\FKLOGUHQ
performed acceptance rather than revealing more ambivalent attitudes, which came to 
the fore elsewhere. These performances can be seen in this illustrative vignette when a 
group of Year 2 girls challenge (hetero)sexism and reaffirm gender and sexual equality 
in light of new possibilities made available in the Paper Bag Princess story:    
                 
JH Should princesses rescue princes or should princes rescue 
princesses? 
Gabi Both 
Gina ThH\ERWKQHHGWRKDYHDFKDQFHRIGRLQJHYHU\WKLQJ«WKH\
can do whatever they want 
Gabi They should have chances to do the same thing 
 >«@ 
JH What about the ending, do you think they should or 
VKRXOGQ¶WKDYHPDUULHG" 
Gabi It is a good ending/v 
Gina ThH\VKRXOGQ¶W 
Gabi She could live with all other princesses in their castles/ 
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JH Will she eventually marry a prince? 
Gina 1R«VKHFRXOGGRZKDWHYHUVKHZDQWV 
 
Focus Group with Year 2, Weirwold (February 2013) 
 
Well-established, (hetero)normative discourses which pervade many 
conventional fairy tales render the prince an active agent that goes on adventures, 
rescues princesses and eventually marries them (see Davies, 1989; 1993; Zipes, 2006). 
+RZHYHULQWKLVVWRU\µVXEMXJDWHGNQRZOHGJHV¶WKDWFKDOOHQJH DQH[LVWLQJµUHJLPHRI
WUXWK¶DUHHPEUDFHGE\WKHVHJLUOVZKRFRQWLQXHWRSHUSHWXDWHVDPHHTXDOµULJKWV¶
discourses in the performatively constituted space of the focus group (Davies, 2006; 
Foucault, 1980). The same occurred in relation to the second scheme of work 
introduced in Year 4 (8-\HDUROGVZKLFKFHQWUHVRQFKDOOHQJLQJµKHWHURQRUPDWLYH
PDVFXOLQLW\DQGKRPRSKRELFODQJXDJH¶,QWKHQH[WVHFWLRQ,IRFXVRQD<HDUOHVVRQ
plan used at both schools which revolves around the book The Sissy Duckling (Fierstein 
and Cole, 2005).         
 
The Sissy Duckling is an inversion of the well-known story The Ugly Duckling 
(Andersen, 1844/1979) and is based around Elmer, a duckling who defies 
heteronormative masculinity (typified here as embodying sporting prowess) by pursuing 
supposedly effeminate interests, such as homemaking (see Cullen and Sandy, 2009). 
Given how gender transgression is often conflated with sexual orientation, challenging 
pejorative use of the word gay ± together with synonyms (including sissy) ± is 
combined with this focus on subverting (hetero)sexism (see DePalma and Atkinson, 
2009b). The lesson plan centres on these themes and in the first Literacy lesson at 
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Cutlers Primary School, I observed how the teacher emphasised and legitimised 
subverVLYHPRPHQWVZKLOHDOVRFRQWHVWLQJµKRPRSKRELFODQJXDJH¶vi. For instance, the 
WHDFKHUUHDIILUPHGDNH\SDVVDJHLQWKHERRNZKHQ(OPHU¶VPXPLQVLVWVWKDWµVLVV\LVD
FUXHOZD\RIVD\LQJWKDW\RXGRQ¶WGRWKLQJVWKHZD\RWKHUVWKLQN\RXVKRXOG¶
Sentiments, such as these continued to be endorsed in subsequent activities in Literacy, 
Art, PSHE, Drama, and Philosophy for Children. For example, in Literacy children 
rewrote the story of The Sissy Duckling to reflect acceptance of gender and sexual 
diversity, while in Philosophy for Children essentialist statements about gender were 
discussed and debatedvii6RPHRWKHUH[DPSOHVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VZRUNDUHVKRZQLQ)LJXUH
2.  
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7LWOH([DPSOHVRI&KLOGUHQ¶V:RUNIURP<HDUVDQG 
 
Left to right: anti-homophobic bullying poem written by Year 4 pupil as 
part of The Sissy Duckling (Fierstein and Cole, 2005) lesson plan and a 
poster produced by a Year 5 pupil as part of The Different Dragon 
(Bryan and Hosler, 2011) lesson plan endorsing gender transgression. 
Source: Cutlers Primary School (November, 2012) 
 
As with the alternative fairy tale scheme of work, activities in subsequent year 
groups continue to subvert dominant, (hetero)normative discourses while 
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simultaneously legitimising gender and sexual transgressions. Children continued to 
embrace counter-discourses made available to them, as the vignette below illustrates. 
This presents an exchange around homophobic bullying in a Year 5 (9-10 year olds) 
FODVVURRPLQZKLFKµSURJUHVVLYH¶OLEHUDODWWLWXGHVHPHUJHG 
 
Children have been given a type of bullying (sexist; racist; homophobic) and are 
asked to come up with a role play scenario. In the case of homophobic bullying, 
some children shout at other children, calling them gay for not wearing blue. In 
comes a superhero who sD\VµLWGRHVQ
WPDWWHUZKDWWKH\¶UHZHDULQJLWGRHVQ¶W
PDNHWKHPJD\¶$IWHUWKHVNHWFKWKHWHDFKHUDVNVWKHFODVVWRFRPPHQWRQWKH
SHUIRUPDQFHDQGODWHUFRQFOXGHVµ\HVWKH\ZHUHEHLQJFDOOHGJD\LQDQHJDWLYH
ZD\EXWLW¶VRNWREHJD\LVQ¶WLW"¶7Ke class agrees.  
 
Observation from Year 5 Drama lesson, Cutlers (November 2012) 
  
Within the formal micro-institutional space of the classroom, children 
understood that acceptance of gender and sexual equality was expected to be considered 
DµJRRGVWXGHQW¶. This and other similar responses emerging from formal micro-
institutional spaces performatively reproduce such spaces as synonymous with liberal 
pluralism, which in turn consolidate performances of acceptance within. Overt 
objections to school-sanctioned liberal discourses of gender and sexual equality were 
UDUHZLWKLQWKHFODVVURRPWRWKHH[WHQWWKDWVRPHWHDFKHUVZHUHFRQYLQFHGRIFKLOGUHQ¶V
absolute acceptance of homosexuality and gender non-conformity. As one teacher 
commented: 
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You do see them change ... whether it is even just the fact that they become used 
WRKHDULQJWKHZRUGVJD\DQGOHVELDQ>«@ZHZHUHKHDULQJWKUHHRUIRXU\HDUV
DJRµ\RX¶UHVRJD\¶LQDQHJDWLYHZD\LQWKHSOD\JURXQG>EXW@LIZHVDLGWKDW
QRZWKH\ZRXOGUHDFWZLWKRKQRZHGRQ¶WXVHJD\>«@VRLWKDVFRPSOHWHO\
reversed and turned around their perceptions and opinions, I think 
 
Interview with Year 4 teacher, Cutlers (November 2012)      
 
Again, performative selves were not always dependant on the micro-institutional 
space of the classroom for mutual recognition of school-sanctioned liberal discourses of 
equality and children would sometimes use focus groups to (re)create space for repeated 
performances of acceptance of gender and sexual equality. These performances can be 
seen in the following vignette where Year 4 children reproduce liberal pluralistic 
equalities discourse: 
    
Emily I think it (The Sissy Ducking book) taught you a lesson 
JH What lesson was that? 
Ana It told us that it is good to be different 
Emily Yeah, even LI\RX¶UHGLIIHUHQW\RX¶UHVSHFLDODQG\RXGRQ¶W
have to try to be like everybody else 
***viii 
Tahseen ,WGRHVQ¶WPDWWHULI\RX¶UHDVLVV\>«@LWGRHVQ¶WPDWWHULI
\RX¶UHGLIIHUHQWEHFDXVH\RX¶UHXQLTXHLQ\RXURZQZD\ 
ALL Yeah 
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Abigail You should be confident and you should be happy that 
\RX¶UHZKR\RXDUHDQGLWZRXOGEHERULQJLIZHZHUHDOO
the same 
 
Focus groups with Year 4, Cutlers (May 2012) 
       
In these exchanges children latch onto recognisable diversity phrases introduced 
in formal classroom settings to somewhat legitimise gender transgressions. While this 
OLEHUDOSOXUDOLVWLFHTXDOLWLHVGLVFRXUVHSURYLGHVFKLOGUHQZLWKDIRUPRIµSRZHU-
NQRZOHGJH¶)RXFDXOWLWFDQRQO\JRVRIDULQFKDOOHQJLQJWKHGRPLQDQFHRI
heteronormativity. This is evident in the final vignette when Year 4 children discuss 
homophobic language:                                    
                                
Abigail It is not bad to be gay or lesbian but when you use it in a 
bad way or like meaning it bad then it is but really it is not 
EDGLI\RX¶UHOHVELDQRUJD\EHFDXVH\RX¶UHGLIIHUHQWDQGLW
is fine 
Callum ,IZHZHUHDOOWKHVDPHZRXOGQ¶WWKDWEHERULQJ 
 
Focus groups with Years 4, Cutlers (May 2012) 
 
7KHµSHUIRUPDWLYHXWWHUDQFH¶RIKRPRSKRELFODQJXDJHPD\Ee open to 
challenge, redefinition and reinterpretation, as can be seen here; however, normative 
heterosexuality ± to which other sexualities are compared ± is obscured and left 
unchallenged (Youdell, 2006). Thus, while pupils cite socially acceptable discourses 
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DQGGLVSOD\WKHµULJKW¶YDOXHVWKDWWKHVFKRROVWHDFKLQWKHµULJKW¶SODFHV(see Hemming, 
2011; Thomas, 2008), heteronormativity does not lose an overarching dominance and 
ODUJHO\UHPDLQVLQWDFW,QWKHQH[WVHFWLRQ,VKRZKRZµKHWHURVH[XDOKHJHPRQ\¶%XWOHU
1993) continues to underwrite peer group relations in micro-institutional spaces beyond 
the classroom. 
 
Spatialities of Performative Subjects 
In this section, I illustrate how a performative self that cites recognisable liberal 
pluralistic equalities discourse and performs acceptance of gender and sexual equalities 
LQµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces can be distinguished from a performative subject 
that is simultaneously compelled to reinstate (hetero)gender/sexuality through 
recuperating heteURQRUPDWLYLW\LQµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces. This is 
understood in light of how subjection works on, and in, the psychic life of the subject 
(Butler, 1997; Butler et al., 2000; Nayak and Kehily, 2006). To achieve viable 
subjecthood, children must simultaneously negotiate contradictory and competing 
discourses surrounding gender and sexualities (see Thomas, 2008; Youdell, 2006). As I 
have established, children are not unaffected by liberal pluralism and this partly 
LQIOXHQFHVSXSLOV¶VHQVHRIWKHPselves: they identify strongly with liberal pluralistic 
norms of valuing and respecting diversity (see Hemming, 2011; Thomas, 2008). 
However, at the same time the pupils ± as with all subjects ± have deep investments in 
marking and maintaining gender and sexual difference (Davies, 2006). As Thomas 
H[SODLQVWKLVLVEHFDXVHµLGHQWLI\LQJZLWKFHUWDLQVRFLDOFDWHJRULHV± and disidentifying 
with others ± DUHWKHRQO\ZD\VWKDWWKH\KDYHEHFRPHYLDEOHVRFLDOVXEMHFWV¶S
2866).  
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While some children treatHGIRFXVJURXSVDVDQH[WHQVLRQRIµIRUPDO¶VFKRRO
space in which to perform acceptance of gender and sexual equalities, on other 
RFFDVLRQVFKLOGUHQ¶VIDPLOLDULW\ZLWKP\µOHDVW-DGXOW¶UROHDOORZHGIRFXVJURXSVWREH
produced as a liminal ± third ± space (Matthews, Limb and Taylor, 2000) in which 
dissent could be more fully articulated. This created space for performative subjects 
ZKRVHVSDWLDOH[SUHVVLRQKDGEHHQFRQILQHGWRµLQIRUPDO¶SODFHVLQVFKRROLHWKH
playground, corridors, and toilets) where gender and sexual difference was regularly 
UHLQVWDWHGWKURXJKFKLOGUHQ¶VHYHU\GD\VSDWLDOSUDFWLFHV5HVLVWDQFHWRVFKRRO-sanctioned 
gender and sexual equality can be seen in this first vignette where Year 4 children 
reveal alternative readings of The Sissy Duckling book:  
           
JH Who can tell me what you have been doing this week? 
Abraham :HZHUHUHDGLQJWKH6LVV\'XFNOLQJµFRVKH¶VEHHQGRLQJ
like not natural stuff for a boy 
JH What do you mean by that? 
Abraham His dad wanted him to do baseball and all that but the 
VLVV\GXFNOLQJGLGQ¶WZDQWWRVRKHGLGHYHU\WKLQJOLNH
FRRNLQJDQGWKDWZDVQ¶WQDWXUDOIRUDER\ 
*** 
JH How did everyone in the class react to the book? 
Callum Martin was laughing his head off 
Emily I thought that the class kind of acWHGOLNH«OLNHWDONLQJ
about it and joking around about the fact that they were 
using the word sissy 
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Focus groups with Year 4, Cutlers (May and November 2012) 
 
Despite challenging (hetero)normative masculinity, these extracts reveal that for 
these children (hetero)normative masculinity has been naturalised to the point that other 
JHQGHUH[SUHVVLRQVDUHXQWHQDEOH$V0HUOLQVWDWHVµER\>V@FDQVLQJWKH\FDQGDQFHDQG
WKH\FDQSOD\ZLWKGROOV>«@EXW,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKH\UHDOO\ZRXOG¶<HDU&XWOHUV
While in principle children drew on liberal pluralistic equalities discourse to sanction 
gender transgressions, these responses suggest that (hetero)normative masculinity is still 
considered an idealix (Cullen and Sandy, 2009; Epstein, 2000; Evans, 1998). This is 
SDUWLFXODUO\QRWLFHDEOHLQWKHILQDOH[WUDFWZKHUHKHWHURQRUPDWLYHPDVFXOLQLW\¶V2WKHU
GHOLQHDWHGDVµVLVV\¶LVWUHDWHGZLWKKXPRXU$FOHDUGLVWLQFWLRQHPHUJHVKHUHEHWZHHQ
ZKDWFKLOGUHQNQRZDVWKHµULJKWDQVZHU¶DQGZKDWWKH\PLJKWDFWXDOO\WKLQN (Youdell, 
2006). In this instance, where children are encouraged to share their opinion, the 
performative subject reveals itself and other identities are expelled in order to achieve 
viable subjecthood (Butler, 1997; Butler et al., 2000; Nayak and Kehily, 2006). Indeed, 
DVWKHQH[WYLJQHWWHLOOXVWUDWHVµVLVV\¶LVQRWYLDEOHLQVFKRRO 
 
JH What would happen if Elmer (the sissy ducking) came to 
this school? 
Brandon I would just burst out laughing 
JH Would other people laugh? 
Brandon 1RLIKHGRHVQ¶WWHll them his secret 
*** 
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Emily If Elmer came to this school I think people would be 
surprised if he was a boy and he was wearing pink ... I think 
people might tell him off 
Ana People might laugh if he wants to stay in and do painting or 
drawing  
*** 
Alex Boys would be rude but the girls could be rude too because 
they would be like why is this boy doing stuff like us 
Julia I agree with Alex ... a few of the girls would be mean to him 
Ben I think some of the boys might bully him 
 
Focus groups with Year 4, Cutlers (November 2012) 
 
&KLOGUHQ¶VUHDFWLRQWRWKLVK\SRWKHWLFDOVFHQDULRH[SRVHVWKHJDSEHWZHHQ
performative selves and performative subject. Here children acknowledge the 
compulsion to perform normative (hetero)gender/sexuality in order to achieve viable 
subjecthood (Butler, 1997; Butler et al., 2000; Nayak and Kehily, 2006). This 
compulsion renders non-normative performances of gender as unintelligible and insists 
that heteronormativity be recuperated (Cullen and Sandy, 2009; Youdell, 2006). These 
Year 4 accounts resonate with alternative readings of The Paper Bag Princess book by 
Year 2 and 3 children. While earlier I demonstrated how children challenged 
(hetero)sexism and legitimised non-normative gender and sexual transgressions through 
mobilising liberal pluralistic equalities discourse, in the next part I show how children 
UHPDLQODUJHO\FRQVWUDLQHGE\µWUDGLWLRQDO¶IDLU\WDOHVDQGZLGHUPDVWHUQDUUDWLYHVRI
µFRPSXOVRU\KHWHURVH[XDOLW\¶$VDUHVXOWFKLOGUHQDUHFRPSHOOHGWRUHFXSHUDWH
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heteronormaWLYLW\E\µUHVFXLQJ¶DOWHUQDWLYHIDLU\WDOHVIURPIHPLQLVWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVDQG
re-LQVFULELQJWKHPLQVH[LVWGLVFRXUVH'DYLHV&KLOGUHQ¶VDOWHUQDWLYH
responses to The Paper Bag Princess book demonstrate how established 
heteronormative ideals aUHLQSRSXODUFXOWXUHDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VOLWHUDWXUHZLWK
(hetero)gender and sexuality positioned as both natural and desirable. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that children also greeted this story with much scepticism, as the 
following vignette indicates:    
 
JH So what do you think about this story? 
Jonah It was a bit weird because it is the wrong way round because 
the princes have to save the princesses 
Nadiv And the princesses have to be taken by dragons 
Jonah Yeah 
*** 
Haleem It was boring 
JH Why was it boring? 
Haleem ,W¶VGXPEQRWKLQJPDNHVVHQVH 
 
Focus Groups with Year 2, Weirwold (February 2012)  
 
7KURXJKRXWWKHVHH[FKDQJHVµKHWHURVH[XDOKHJHPRQ\¶%XWOHULVFDOOHG
upon to legitimise (hetero)sexism. This works in conjunction with well-established 
KHWHURQRUPDWLYHGLVFRXUVHVLQµWUDGLWLRQDO¶IDLU\WDOHVZKLFKIUDPHXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRI
alternative texts (Davies, 2006; Epstein, 2000). These exchanges demonstrate how 
familiar children are with these prevailing discourses and it shows how this familiarity 
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influences how children can talk about alternative fairy tales (see Davies and Banks, 
7KLVZDVPRVWSURIRXQGLQWKHILUVWH[WUDFWZKHUHFKLOGUHQLQVLVWHGWKDWµSULQFHV
KDYHWRVDYHWKHSULQFHVVHV¶DQGµSULQFHVVHVKDYHWREHWDNHQE\GUDJRQV¶µ+HWHURVH[XDO
KHJHPRQ\¶UHLQIRUFHVWKLVFLWDWLRQDOFKDLQEHFDXVHZLWKRXWUHSHDWSHUIRUPDQFHVRI
(hetero)gender and sexuality normative heterosexuality loses its hegemony (Butler, 
1993). Thus, children are simultaneously compelled to (re)inscribe heteronormativity, 
HVSHFLDOO\LQWKHIDFHRIVXEYHUVLRQ<RXGHOO&KLOGUHQ¶VFRPSXOVLRQWR
recuperate heteronormativity were even more profound a year later when the children 
revisited the story in a focus group. As the following vignette demonstrates, tKHVWRU\¶V
potentially subversive ending was completely reinterpreted:      
 
JH What do you think Princess Elizabeth should do now? 
Nadiv Find another prince 
Ramha 6KH¶VJRLQJWRILQGDQRWKHUSULQFHWKHQVKH¶VJRLQJWRPDUU\
WKHSULQFH«LIVKHOLNHVLWRULIVKHGRHVQ¶WOLNHLW 
>«@ 
Haleem The prince left the princess because she was rank 
Usman +HVDLGWKDWKHGLGQ¶WZDQWWRPDUU\ 
Lucy +HVDLGFRPHEDFNZKHQ\RX¶UHZHDULQJEHWWHUFORWKHV>«@
next time she should go to the closest supermodel shop and 
buy some nice clothes 
>«@ 
Niyanthri I think that she went to this man web-site/ 
Lucy Match.com 
Niyanthri Match.com where you date people and have babies 
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Hura She looked for a guy  
Lucy I think she went on match.com and she saw this man and 
went on a date 
 
Focus group with Year 3, Cutlers (February 2013) 
 
,QWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VUHFROOHFWLRQVWKHKHURLFGHHGVRI3ULQFHVV(OL]DEHWKKDGEHHQ
erased and (hetero)sexism had been reinstated. As such, Princess Elizabeth became an 
unintelligible princess that the prince had rightly decided not to marry. Perhaps the most 
alarming sentiment is the final remark where a group of girls feel compelled to impose a 
KHWHURVH[XDOGHVWLQ\GHVSLWH3ULQFHVV(OL]DEHWK¶VGHFLVLRQWRµJRLWDORQH¶DWWKHHQGRI
the story. Thus, while some children previously articulated liberal feminist attitudes and 
resisted the inevitability of heterosexual destines, other children later re-established 
heteronormative compulsions. These findings support previous studies which have also 
been concerneGZLWKFKLOGUHQ¶VLQDELOLW\WRPDNHVHQVHRIµIHPLQLVWWDOHV¶VHH'DYLHV
1989; 1993; Epstein, 2000; Evans, 1998). These studies overwhelmingly found that 
children overlook, misread, or reject anti-sexist stories. As Davies (2006) argues, while 
alternative fairy tales present children with new possibilities, children are ± to a large 
extent ± already hetero- gendered and sexualised beings.  
 
7KHVHDFFRXQWVLOOXVWUDWHKRZFKLOGUHQ¶VLGHDOVHOYHVGRQRWPDWFKWKH
circumstances they find themselves in or the spaces they create and adapt themselves to 
VHH7KRPDV:KLOHµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional school spaces have been infused 
ZLWKµSURJUHVVLYH¶OLEHUDOGLVFRXUVHVRIJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOHTXDOLWLHVKHWHURQRUPDWLYH
understandings of gender and sexuality SHUVLVWLQµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional peer 
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spaces. This will be explored further in this final part of the paper where I reveal how 
children are compelled to recuperate heteronormativity through everyday spatial 
practices beyond the classroom. As I show, these practices shape peer-group relations in 
performativity-constituted spaces within the playground, corridors, and toilets; peer-
relations which seep into focus groups presented in this section.  
 
Informal Geographies of the Hidden Curriculum: reinstating 
(Hetero)Gender/Sexuality through Everyday Spatial Practices  
 
Informal geographies of the hidden curriculum were powerful sites in which 
heteronormative social relations were continually inscribed and reproduced through 
FKLOGUHQ¶VHYHU\GD\SOD\,Qthe playground, this ranged from performing and 
embodying hegemonic (hetero)masculinities (aggressive, intimidating and competitive 
masculinities) on the football and basketball pitches to accomplishing heterosexualised 
femininities (selfless, abiding and nurturing femininities) through (hetero)familial role 
play and hetero-romantic fantasy games in/ around the playhouse. As other scholars 
have documented, kiss-chase games and heterosexualised skipping rhymes were also 
common, everyday practices (Epstein, 1998; Renold, 2005; Thorne, 1993). While some 
boys and girls invested in (hetero)gendered/sexualised practices more than others, it was 
clear that enacting hegemonic (hetero)masculinities and heterosexualised femininities 
implicated everyone since those initiating such performances relied on others to imitate 
RUSDUWLFLSDWHHYHQXQZLOOLQJO\DWWLPHVLQWKHVHHQDFWPHQWV6LQFHFKLOGUHQ¶V
(hetero)gendered and sexualised play is well-documented by the aforementioned 
scholars, I will not elaborate on these particular playground practices. Rather, I will 
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IRFXVRQWZRRWKHUµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces that have not received as much 
attention: corridors and toilets.   
     
,QERWKVFKRROVFKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\JURXQGSHHU-group relations and practices spilled 
into micro-LQVWLWXWLRQDOVSDFHVLQVFKRRO&RUULGRUVDQGER\¶VWRLOHWVZHUHSODFHVZKHUH
KHWHURQRUPDWLYHVRFLDOUHODWLRQVIUDPHGFKLOGUHQ¶VHYHU\GD\VRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQV
&RUULGRUVZHUHULFKVLWHVIRUFKLOGUHQ¶VKHWHUR- gendered/sexualised play with numerous 
corridor games disclosed during focus group discussions. The game discussed below, 
which children played when lining up is illustrative of the many hidden games that 
children play:              
 
Kate We have these silly games where basically we say boy 
germs or girl germs/ 
Annabel 7KDW¶VMXVWMRNLQJDURXQG 
JH What happens in these games? 
Kate If a boy touches a girl/ 
Annabel They say girl germs/ 
Kate And you have to cross your fingers to not get girl germs 
JH Show me 
Kate Like this (shows a crucifix) ... for protection 
Annabel Basically, if a boy goes back to a girl they pass it on and 
the girl goes back to someone else 
JH When do you play these games? 
Ruth :KHQHYHUZH¶UHOLQLQJXS 
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Annabel $QGZKHQZH¶UHERUHGZHVWDUWSXVKLQJDQGJHWWLQJURXJK 
... oh, I touched a boy, oh I touched a girl 
 
Focus Group with Year 6, Cutlers (May 2012) 
 
In this example, any physical contact with the opposite sex leads to 
FRQWDPLQDWLRQZLWKGLVHDVHFHQWUDOWRFKLOGUHQ¶VSV\FKRDQDO\WLFDOµERUGHUZRUN¶VHH
Davies and Banks, 1992). As Renold (2005) and others have shown, metaphors of 
GLVHDVHDUHRIWHQXVHGWRSROLFHWKHµERXQGDU\PDLQWHQDQFH¶EHWZHHQER\VPDVFXOLQLW\
DQGJLUOVIHPLQLQLW\DQGLQPDQ\RIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VFRUULGRUJDPHVGLVHDVHDQG
infection were invokHGWRV\PEROLVHFKLOGUHQ¶VIHDURIRSSRVLWH-gender proximity. Like 
other year groups, this Year 6 class also segregated themselves into same-gender groups 
once in the classroom with seating arrangements reflecting gender differentiation which 
had been established in the corridor and playgroundx.  
 
7KHER\V¶WRLOHWVZHUHDQRWKHUNH\VLWHIRUUHDIILUPLQJKHWHURQRUPDWLYHVRFLDO
relations in school. Whilst many teachers were convinced that pejorative use of the 
word gay was no longer a feature of school life (see earlier interview with Year 4 
WHDFKHUER\VFRQIHVVHGWRDOPRVWFRQVWDQWXVHZLWKLQWRLOHWV7KXVZKLOHµKRPRSKRELF
ODQJXDJH¶PD\KDYHEHFRPHVSDWLDOO\FRQILQHGLWKDGQRWORVWFXUUHQF\LQVFKRRODVWKH
following indicates:                                                
 
JH Have these words been banned (pejorative use of gay and 
lesbian)? 
Callum <HDKZH¶UHQRWDOORZHGWRVD\JD\RUVLVV\ 
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Abigail Or lesbian 
JH Do people still use these words? 
Callum 1RWDVPXFK«JD\¶VXVHG 
JH In the playground? 
Callum <HDKEXWLI\RXWROGDWHDFKHUWKH\ZRXOGEHLQ&KULV¶V
office (deputy head teacher) 
JH So you would be in trouble? 
Callum <HDKEXWQRRQHWHOOVWKDW¶VWKHSUREOHP«WKHZRUGJD\
KDVEHHQEDQQHGEXWSHRSOHXVHLWLQWKHER\V¶WRLOHWV
whenever you go in 
 
Focus group with Year 4, Cutlers (May 2012) 
 
Butler (1997) warns that attempts to censor speech may propagate the very 
language it seeks to forbid. While I had not heard homophobic language in the 
SOD\JURXQGLWVUHSRUWHGXVHLQWKHER\¶VWRLOHWVGHPRQVWUDWHVQRWRQO\FKLOGUHQ¶V
understanding of homophobic language as spatially regulated, but also the malleability 
RIVFKRROVSDFHZLWKWKHER\V¶WRLOHWVUHFRQILJXUHGDVDQLQIRUPDOSHHU-group space in 
which liberal school-sanctioned discourses of gender and sexual equalities could be 
resisted and challenged. In doing so, children policed heteronormative masculinity by 
FRQWLQXLQJWRXVHKRPRSKRELFODQJXDJHDVDµSHUIRUPDWLYHXWWHUDQFH¶%XWOHU
despite citing liberal pluralistic equalities discourses elsewhere. Thus, a place already 
demarcating binary gender is utilised to repudiate homosexuality and regulate 
acceptable boundaries of boyhood.    
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Conclusion 
By foregrounding spatialities of performative selves and performative subjects, this 
paper has demonstrated how liberal education programmes, such as the one examined 
here, GRQRWDOZD\VVXFFHHGLQFKDQJLQJSHRSOH¶VVXEMHFWLYLWLHVDVWKHVHDUHµSHUIRUPHG
moving through multiple spatial-WHPSRUDOGRPDLQV¶3\NHWW, Cloke, Barnett, Clarke and 
Malpass, 2010, p. 489). In this paper, I focused on informal institutional geographies of 
the hidden curriculum to illustrate how ± despite prevailing acceptance of liberal 
discourses of JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOHTXDOLWLHVLQµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces ± 
JHQGHUDQGVH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHLVUHJXODUO\UHLQVWDWHGWKURXJKFKLOGUHQ¶VHYHU\GD\VSDWLDO
SUDFWLFHV$VVXFK,DFFRXQWHGIRUWKHµLQIRUPDOOHVVRQVZKLFKVWXGHQWVOHDUQHQIRUFH
UHMHFWDQGUHZULWHLQVFKRROV¶Holloway, Hubbard, Jöns and Pimlott-Wilson, 2010, p. 
588DQGIRUHJURXQGHGµWKHUROHRIVSDFHLQVLGHWKHLQVWLWXWLRQIRUFRQVWLWXWLQJDQG
PHGLDWLQJVRFLDOUHODWLRQV¶+HPPLQJ, p. 355). However, as Ansell (2002) and 
others stress, schools are distinct from, but embedded within, the contexts of everyday 
life. Therefore, the informal lessons children learn about gender and sexualities should 
not be regarded as simply flowing from or residing within hidden institutional 
geographies identified here as these simultaneously emerge from informal learning 
environments in homes, neighbourhoods, and community organisations (Holloway and 
Jöns, 2012). Given that spaces of schooling and education reflect and contribute to their 
wider communities, it is therefore important not to see them as isolated from broader 
sociospatial processes and practices (also see Collins and Coleman, 2008). 
 
$SSUHFLDWLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VFRPSXOVLRQWRSHUIRUPQRUPDWLYH
(hetero)gender/sexuality and recuperate heteronormativity requires a greater 
understanding of these wider, everyday geographies which children negotiate. As 
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+ROORZD\DQG-|QVDUJXHWKLVLQYROYHVORRNLQJµPRUHFORVHO\DWWKHZD\VLQZKLFKWKH
different worlds of home, (pre-)school/college/university and informal spaces of 
learning coalesce in shaping the lives of individuals¶, p. 484). In this respect, 
scholarship building on the likes of Ansell (2002), Bragg et al. (2018), Gagen (2004), 
Hall and Hope (forthcoming) and Thomas (2004) is crucial in gaining broader and 
deeper understandings of the context-specific ways in which children and young people 
encounter and become embroiled in competing discourses surrounding gender and 
sexualities. As Collins and Coleman (2008) point out, this should not downplay the 
importance of schools, which arguably remain central to the geographies of children and 
young people by playing a central role in shaping social identities (also see Holloway et 
al., 2010). With this in mind, the remainder of the conclusion outlines the implications 
of the above for in-school gender and sexualities education. The recommendations put 
forward for a more radical and critical gender and sexualities education that exceeds 
liberal constraints will be of interest to schools, activists, and policy-makers.      
  
Recognising the institutional spatialities of chLOGUHQ¶VJHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDO
subjectivities challenges an exclusive curricular focus on sexism/homophobia, 
homophobic/ sexist bullying, and gender and sexual equalities. As numerous scholars 
argue, focusing on the above discretely LQGLYLGXDOLVHVµWKHLVVXH¶DQGPDVNVLQVWLWXWLRQDO
forms of (hetero)sexism (Ellis, 2007; Monk, 2011; Ringrose and Renold, 2010). This 
dominant approach stems from UK government legislation, guidance, and support 
which perpetuates a victim-perpetrator binary and reduces gender and sexualities 
education to concerns over discrimination, harassment, bullying, and equalities. This is 
how schools are encouraged to conceive and implement gender and sexualities 
education. Yet, these liberal framings overlook and conceal the pervasiveness of wider 
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heteronormative ideals and relations (see Ringrose and Renold, 2010). As such, this 
study re-HPSKDVHV(OOLV¶VFDOOIRUDFRPELQHGSHGDJRJLFIRFXVRQDQWL-
homophobia and DFXUULFXODUFULWLTXHRIKHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\$IWHUDOOµFRPSXOVRU\
heterRVH[XDOLW\¶DQGPXQGDQHKHWHURVH[LVPFUHDWHWKHYHU\FRQGLWLRQVLQZKLFK
homophobia and gender inequality are produced (DePalma and Atkinson, 2009b; 
Valentine, Jackson and Mayblin, 2014). Therefore, normative constructions of 
(hetero)gender and sexuality ± UHSURGXFHGLQµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional spaces and 
often unwittingly legitimised through everyday institutional practice ± need to be 
recognised and critiqued. Focusing on how (hetero)gender and sexuality is naturalised 
and privileged is one way of queering LW¶V supposed ordinariness (Valentine et al., 
2014).       
            
While this study calls for more radical and critical interventions informed by 
queer praxis (see DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a; Hall and Hope, forthcoming), the 
pioneering efforts of schools, such as those included in this study should not be 
downplayed. Indeed, these schools have explored and exposed the limits of liberal 
gender and sexualities education, which ± notwithstanding critiques ± does have 
performative effects. I would not suggest that children featured in this study were 
disingenuous when they cited liberal, pluralistic equalities discourse. However, I do 
question how well this equips children to negotiate gender and sexualities in everyday 
life. What I hope is that pioneering schools develop more radical and critical approaches 
that can be shared with other schools and I hope that future research will examine the 
possibilities of this queerer kind of gender and sexualities education while accounting 
for how this can be undermined through prevailing discourses and misguided backlash 
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that hastily cast children as innocent, naïve, DQGLQQHHGRIµSURWHFWLRQ¶IURP
µGDQJHURXV¶VH[XDONQRZOHGJH(SVWHLQ.     
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Endnotes 
i
 Now University of Leeds, School of Sociology and Social Policy, Leeds, LS2 9JT, United Kingdom. 
Tel: +44 (0)113 343 4418  E: j.hall4@leeds.ac.uk     
ii
 See Duggan (2003) and Stychin (2003) for in-depth discussion of queer progressive politics within a 
contemporary climate of Third Way sexual politics of neoliberalism.     
iii
 Maintained community primary schools are funded by central government via their local authorities and 
DUHUHTXLUHGWRWHDFKWKHVWDWXWRU\µEDVLF¶FXUULFXOXPZKLFKHQFRPSDVVHVWKH1DWLRQDO&XUULFXOXP
(introduced under the Education Reform Act 1988). At the time of research, they accounted for 87% 
of all English primary schools (NFER, 2014). 
iv
 $µUHJLPHRIWUXWK¶LVZKDWLVWDNHQDVVHOI-HYLGHQWDQGµSRZHU-NQRZOHGJH¶LQIHUVWKDWSRZHUHQYLVDJHG
as a process operating in our social worlds) and knowledge are inseparable and strongly influence 
each other (see Foucault, 1980).      
v
 To signal that the speaker was interrupted. 
vi
 Scare quotes added in recognition of the contextual contingency of homophobic language (see Monk, 
2011).     
vii
 6WDWHPHQWVLQFOXGHGµ*LUOVDUHPRUHJHQWOHWKDQER\V¶µ2QO\JLUOVVKRXOGKDYHORQJKDLU¶µ%oys are 
EHWWHUDWVSRUW¶DQGµ:RPHQDUHEHWWHUDWFDULQJIRUEDELHVWKDQPHQ¶ 
viii
 To signal that the subsequent excerpt is from another focus group. 
ix
 Such views, beliefs and opinions are not necessarily shared by all children. They may well represent 
prevailing discourse which other children do not feel confident to challenge.    
                                                 
48 
 
                                                                                                                                               
x
 )RU5HQROGOLQLQJXSVHDWLQJDUUDQJHPHQWVDQGJHQGHUGLIIHUHQWLDWLRQLQWKHSOD\JURXQGDUHµNH\
RUJDQLVDWLRQDOIHDWXUHVLQZKLFKWKHVSDWLDOLW\RIER\JLUOGLFKRWRPLHVEHFDPHPRVWYLVLEOH¶S
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